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Acupuncture: Its Theory and Use in General Practice 'Acupuncture' quite literally means 'puncture with a needle', acus being Latin for needle. Essentially acupuncture is the piercing of the skin with a fine needle at certain nerve points, some of which are connected with the autonomic nervous system. When these points are stimulated, autonomic reflexes are initiated and these have been found to have a therapeutic effect in certain patients suffering from certain diseases.
The doctors in ancient China who discovered this phenomenon some 2000-3000 years ago explained it on a philosophical basis founded on Taoism, an important religious philosophy prevalent at the time, and on an empirical basis founded on practical observations of patients treated.
The ancient Chinese believed that the essential basis of all life is a life force or life energy called Qi (pronounced chee). This is, in reality, an electrical energy which they did not realize since electromagnetic forces were only discovered by Faraday some 150 years ago. This life force or life energy circulates around the body along channels called the meridians, each meridian being connected to an important internal viscus or function to which it sends branches. Hence the meridians are called heart meridian, lung meridian, liver meridian, &c. There are 12 main meridians which are bilateral, and two median ones, an anterior and a posterior.
The meridians thus represent a nervous network under the skin along which the Qithis electrical energyflows. Situated along this meridial network are the acupuncture points. There are some 1000 of these but only 200-300 have any clinical value. These points are numbered, the number of acupuncture points varying on each meridian: the heart meridian has 9, the bladder meridian 67, the liver meridian 20, and so on. Each acupuncture point has a precise anatomical locus. could be infective, neoplastic, metabolic, &c. This milieu represents that vague area between health and disease. The disease which develops will depend on where in the meridial network the Qi is deficient or excessive and the corresponding organ or organs will be affected. For the healthy state to be re-established it is necessary to normalize the circulation of Qi. This is effected by stimulation of the appropriate acupuncture point or points. Some of these points increase the flow of Qi and are called points of tonification while others retard the Qi and are called points of sedation. Health and disease thus depend on the circulation of Qi, this life force or life energy which is in reality the electrical energy of the nerve impulse. For the flow of electrical forces a variation in electric potentials is necessary. There has to be a positive and negative which brings us to the philosophical concept of Yang and Yin.
The Chinese philosophers saw in the universe an essential schism between two opposing forces which they called For a healthy state to exist anywhere in the universe, there has to be a proper balance between these two opposing yet complementary forces. As far as medicine is concerned, certain organs were considered Yang organs (usually the hollow ones, e.g. stomach, gall-bladder, intestines) while others were Yin organs (the solid ones, e.g. liver, spleen, kidney). They visualized certain paired organs, e.g. heart and lungs, liver and gall-bladder, kidney and bladder, having a mutually reciprocal effect by virtue of their Yin-Yang relationship. Any upset of this results in diseasethus heart disease causing pulmonary congestion, liver dysfunction causing gall-stones, kidney disease causing bladder stones, &c. The purpose of acupuncture was to correct the Yin-Yang imbalance by stimulation of the appropriate points.
The Chinese taught that for the healthy state to exist there has to be a free and unimpeded flow of Qi. Any obstruction causes a deficiency in one part of the body with a corresponding excess in another. A state of disequilibrium of electric forces is established, resulting in physiological dysharmony. Thus an internal milieu develops which predisposes to a pathological state, which 'Requests for reprints may be sent to: Dr B W Perlow, 169 Colney Hatch Lane, London NIO
Chinese Pulse Diagnosis
In orthodox Western medicine we feel the pulseunilaterallyusually to ascertain its rate and regularity. In acupuncture, it is claimed that much more information can be gleaned from the pulse.
The pulse is always felt bilaterally with the doctor sitting facing the patient. In each pulse there is a superficial pulse which is felt by very light touch and gives information as to the state of the arterial wall and diastolic pressure. By firmer pressure, the deep pulse is felt which gives an impression of the actual blood flow and systolic pressure.
The Chinese claim there are 28 different qualities of the pulse which are indicative of various diseases. These 28 varieties have been divided into 6 main groups:
(1) Thefloating pulse: A floating superficial sensation.
(2) The sunken pulse: Feels heavy and deep.
(3) The slow pulse: Three beats to each breath. (4) The rapidpulse: Six beats per breath. (5) The slippery pulse: The pulse is felt to come and go quickly. (6) The choppy, rough pulse: Each pulse beat feels different.
It was thought that these qualitative changes, occurring in different parts of the radial pulse, indicated disease in specific organs. Thus the distal part of the radial pulse will show disease in the heart, lungs, large and small intestine. The proximal part of the radial pulse indicates disease in the kidney, bladder and circulatory systems. The intermediate part of the radial pulse shows disease in the liver, gall-bladder, stomach and spleen. In the healthy state with unimpeded circulation of Qi and proper Yang-Yin balance both radial pulses feel quite equal in all respects.
It is an interesting exercise to try and correlate these acupuncture theories with modern medical knowledge.
The Qi
This life force or life energy really symbolizes the energy flow associated with the electrical conduction of nerve impulses. The body may be looked upon as an electrocybernetic machine with innumerable regulatory nerve impulses controlling every conceivable bodily function. And tracing our physiology down to grass root levelthe living cellthe ultimate in cellular metabolism depends on ionic movement across cellular membranes. Anything disturbing or distorting this electrokinetic mechanism induces pathological change.
Acupuncture teaches in its primitive way that a disequilibrium in Qithis electrical energycauses or predisposes to disease. In cardiac disease, the ECG tracings reveal disturbances in the normal conducting mechanism in heart tissue. In brain disease, the EEG shows abnormal wave patterns due to abnormal electrical impulses in the brain. In diseased muscle tissue, the electromyogram shows up abnormal tissue conductivity.
The Acupuncture Points Are these trigger points of muscular rheumatism? Are they rheumatic nodules? Although they have never been demonstrated histologically they may be comparable to the touch spots, heat spots, cold spots and pain spots in the skin. Certainly patients frequently complain of tender spots in the skin for which there is no apparent cause. Most of these disappear spontaneously leaving no clue of their causation. Electrical instruments exist which show a lowered skin resistance over the site of acupuncture points. Can acupuncture stimulation ofthe skin produce changes in internal viscera? Animal experimental work in neurophysiology appears to substantiate this and reveals the following: Cutaneovisceral reflexes: Viscera affected by cutaneous stimulation usually lie in the same dermatome and can therefore be explained by segmental innervation.
Intersegmental reflexes: This explains why viscera are affected by impulses initiated by acupuncture stimulation of points not lying in the same dermatome or even several dermatomes distant. Evidence of intersegmental reflexes is the gastrocolic reflex invoked by food entering the stomach and causing mass contraction in the colon. Likewise in travel sickness, the afferent fibres being the trigeminal, the glossopharyngeal or vagus nerves and the efferents being the phrenic and intercostal nerves.
Viscerocutaneous reflexes: When an internal organ is diseased or malfunctioning changes may be effected in the skin. This is demonstrated clinically by areas of pain, tenderness, hyperaesthesia or hypoesthesia, for example, the localized tenderness of McBurney's point and the hyperesthesia in the right iliac fossa in acute appendicitis.
The ReliefofPain by Acupuncture Pain is the predominant symptom causing patients to consult their doctors. Acupuncture has been found to relieve pain, sometimes quite dramatically, in many chronic conditions. In China, 400 000 operations of all kinds have been performed using acupuncture antsthesia. Possible explanations are as follows:
Hypnotic effect: This may apply in a small group of patients suffering from hysterical symptoms. In acupuncture aneesthesia, the patient would presumably have to be preconditioned before surgery. This could be achieved, particularly if the patient has had beneficial effects from acupuncture previously for other conditions. Gate control theory of pain: Normally afferent pain stimuli reaching the posterior horns of the spinal cord are transmitted onwards up to the brain. There is, however, a selective process whereby pain stimuli may be blocked at the posterior horns and not transmitted to higher centres to be interpreted as pain. Acupuncture may work by initiating this selective process and thus reducing the reception of pain stimuli from a painful source.
Law of summation of impulses: By bombarding the pain centres in the brain with stimuli from the skin, a central inhibitory state is induced which inhibits the reception of pain stimuli from any part of the body and raises the pain threshold.
Counter-irritation: Any localized pain, e.g. muscular sprain or muscular spasm associated with a rheumatic or arthritic condition, can be treated by applying counter-irritation in the form of a rubefacient liniment or by heat in the form of a hot water bottle, or kaolin poultice or radiant heat lamp, or by deep massage. In acupuncture therapy, the counter-irritant is a needle placed in the appropriate spot.
The Acupuncture Treatment After a full history and examination the pulse is felt bilaterally in an attempt to detect any abnormalities and inequalities. The acupuncture points selected for treatment are then stimulated with a silver or stainless steel needle by puncture to a depth of a few millimetres. Acupuncture stimulation is made either by leaving the needle in situ for about ten minutes or by going from one point to another and stimulating each by a gentle up and down movement for a few seconds. This method gives an enhanced stimulus, takes less time and only one needle is required for each patient, diminishing the risk of serum hepatitis due to inadequate sterilization of the needle. After a few minutes the radial pulses are felt again; if the correct points have been adequately stimulated, both pulses will be felt to be equal in all respects qualitatively. After removal of the needles, nerve impulses initiated by the needling continue for some days by virtue of the minute puncture wound which remains.
An average of 6 sessions is usually necessary.
Clinical Applications
Painful conditions: Although in theory any painful condition, whatever the cause, should respond to acupuncture, in practice this is not so. Conditions most amenable are those which are physiologically reversible and where there is no structural anatomical damage. Good examples are muscle spasm, lumbago, dysmenorrhaea and spastic colon.
Psychosomatic conditions: Good results are usually obtained in migraine and tension headaches, bronchial asthma, vasomotor rhinitis, nervous dyspepsia, spastic colon, muscular tensions misnamed rheumatism, menopausal flushes, intractable hiccups.
Psychiatric conditions: There are many who attribute the success of acupuncture to the element of suggestion. This may be of some importanceas it is in any doctor-patient relationshipin which case purely psychiatric conditions such as depression, anxiety state, phobias, tensions, manic depressive and obsessional states should respond. Generally speaking this is not so and results are disappointing. The Chinese taught that various mental states are connected with dysfunction in specific organs: Liver-depression; lunganguish; hearthysterical and hyperemotional states; kidneyanxiety and fear; spleenobsessions. Treating acupuncture points on the appropriate meridian alleviates symptoms.
Results ofAcupuncture Treatment A survey has been made of 1000 consecutive cases treated by acupuncture by ten doctors in various parts of Britain; the significant results are shown in Table 1 
